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Introduction and Context: 
The Focus on High Schools 



Introduction 

This tool was designed to deepen the understanding of what it takes to devel- 
op a system of excellent high schools. It provides a framework and guidelines 
for district leaders, community stakeholders, educators, administrators, par- 
ents and students to discuss, assess and map out the process of transforming 
their high schools to meet the needs of all students. School districts and com- 
munity partners that have just begun or are in the midst of a systemic high 
school transformation agenda can use this tool to guide their reform process. 



Two leading national education support 
organizations— the Academy for Educational 
Development and the Annenberg Institute for 
School Reform — originally designed this tool 
to assist the seven school districts involved in 
Carnegie Corporation’s Schools for a New 
Society (SNS) initiative, a national initiative 
designed to reinvent urban high schools, 
redesign urban school districts and mobilize 
urban communities to demand and support widespread change in public 
schools. (See page 2 for more information on SNS.) 
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Using the rich experiences and emerging lessons from the seven SNS sites 
(Boston, MA, Hamilton County/Chattanooga, TN, Houston, TX, Providence, Rl, 
Sacramento, CA, San Diego, CA and Worcester, MA), this tool outlines a range 
of strategies that districts and their community partners need to create the 
capacity and conditions for systemic high school transformation. 

It is intended to: 

■ Provide a systemic change framework (see page 3) to assess develop- 
ment and implementation progress as it relates to high school redesign; 

■ Illustrate the various components of the high school transformation 
process; 

■ Identify indicators of effectiveness that can be refined and tracked to 
measure progress during implementation and 

■ Develop and promote a shared commitment to key work among all part- 
ners engaged in high school transformation work. 



It must be noted that systemic high school transformation is a complicated 
and lengthy process. It is not an exact science, nor is it linear or formulaic, 
and it requires a careful analysis of data on the part of multiple stakeholders 
and diverse groups. Change is a process, not a single event; therefore dedicat- 
ed time and resources (both human and fiscal) are necessary for planning, 
implementation and assessment in a cycle of continuous learning. This tool 
provides a framework and guiding questions to support that process and to 
stimulate rich and deep conversations for reflection and action. 



Context: The Focus on High Schools 

Two things are clear about urban high school education. The first is the 
imperative for sweeping change driven by the changes in society over the last 
40 years. America can no longer continue to graduate a third or fewer of its 
students and to have so few graduates prepared for the demands of college 
and work. The second is the complexity of mounting and sustaining these 
changes, which are technical as well as political and cultural, so that the 
intended outcome— success for all students— is achieved. 

The dramatic shift from a system in which high schools prepared a few stu- 
dents for post-secondary education to one in which all students are expected 
to achieve a broad definition of success calls for changes in the ways that 
schools, school districts and communities do business. 

Until recently, much of the high school reform discussion appeared to focus 
almost exclusively on redesigning individual schools. If districts and states are 
serious about moving toward a just and equitable school system, the real 
question is how to create entire systems where excellence is the product of 
everyday practice and where high schools prepare all students — especially 
those who have been poorly served — for post-secondary education and train- 
ing, employment and citizenship. This type of deep transformation necessi- 
tates bold new ways of thinking and requires a range of strategies that are 
systemic in nature — moving away from the one-school approach to the reor- 
ganization of all high schools in ways that support teaching and learning for 
the twenty-first century. 1 



1 Excerpted from A Framework for Success for All Students (2006). 
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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT: THE FOCUS ON HIGH SCHOOLS 





Background: Schools for a 
New Society 

Schools for a New Society, Carnegie Corporation of New York's $60-million 
five-year initiative from 2001-2006 to reinvent urban high school education, was 
designed to build partnerships between school districts and their communities 
and create excellent opportunities for teaching and learning for all students. 

Schools for a New Society challenged communities to reinvent all of their high 
schools and to redesign the district and central office to support them. High 
schools were thus both a target of change and a lever to change the operation 
of both the central office and the larger district. 

The initiative also called for developing stronger community demand and support 
for excellent high schools. This requirement was a response to the short 
tenure of most urban school superintendents and the resulting need for a strong 
community voice that could help reforms weather transitions in leadership. 

The fiscal structure of the SNS initiative also reflected the complex challenge 
of working in an urban context to achieve dramatic change at the school, 
district and community level. Rather than provide funds directly to the school 
district, Carnegie Corporation made its grants to significant community partners 
that had worked with the school district in the past to achieve excellence for 
all students 2 based on plans developed by the district and core partner. 

SNS was not a ready-made design or model for all cities to adopt. Instead, it 
was a conceptual framework (see page 3) that cities used to transform high 
schools and school districts according to local needs and circumstances. 




Above: Students and adults at the 2006 Schools for a New Society Learning 
Institute in San Diego debrief a site visit at a local high school. 



Schools for a New Society challenged 
communities to reinvent all of their high 
schools and to redesign the district and 
central office to support them. 



2 Excerpted from A Framework for Success for All Students (2006). 
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BACKGROUND: SCHOOLS FOR A NEW SOCIETY 






The Systemic Change 
Framework: Sustaining 
High School Transformation 
for the Long Haul 

The SNS framework illustrated in the graphic opposite presents a systemic 
theory of high school transformation. 3 (See Appendix 1 for full-page graphic.) 
The primary goal is to create an equitable school system that ensures all young 
people have access to a high-quality education that prepares them for post- 
secondary education, an increasingly demanding work force and engaged and 
active citizenship. 

The complex relationship of the core elements depicted in the graphic visually 
demonstrates that developing an equitable system of high schools involves 
much more than adjusting the structure and operation of individual schools. 
Reforming the entire system is necessary to ensure that the community and 
the district infrastructure can support the transformation of instructional 
practices at the school and classroom level. 

The framework illustrates the belief that high schools cannot be transformed 
without the district and central office rethinking the conditions that support 
success at the school level and the allocation of resources to different schools 
with varied needs. But school districts also need allies in this work— external 
groups that work with the district to build a partnership that can leverage 
needed action within the district, the schools and the community. Lastly, youth 
are the primary beneficiaries of this work, and their voices are essential to the 
process to ensure that changes reflect their genuine needs and interests and 
those of their families. 

The framework suggests that success for all students requires each district to 
develop a working partnership with the community to: 

■ Intentionally create a portfolio of excellent high schools; 

■ Redesign the way the district operates to lead and support these schools; 

■ Leverage community contributions to expand learning opportunities for 
youth and community demand for educational excellence and 

■ Engage youth in both their own learning and in the reform effort. 



3 This framework was developed for Carnegie Corporation's Schools for a New Society high school 
reform initiative by the Technical Support Team and the foundation with support from the seven sites. 




The graphic illustrates all the pieces of the framework and how they work 
together. Think of each piece as a "cog" in an engine, each relying on the 
other to move. 

Each of these cogs works simultaneously and in relationship to the other cogs 
to create success for all students. This tool includes a brief description of 
each of the cogs, or core elements, along with a set of indicators, to help 
translate the work within each of the elements into actionable steps. For a full 
description of the framework and the core elements, read A Framework for 
Success for All Students (2006). In addition to these five core elements, excel- 
lence and equity are cross-cutting or embedded issues within and across the 
framework that are demonstrated by: 

■ High standards and expectations for all students that guide policy and 
practice decisions; 

■ Equitable distribution of teacher quality throughout schools; 

■ Equitable distribution of students and social capital throughout schools; 

■ Equal access to rigorous coursework and supports needed to succeed; 

■ Accessible and available information on all school options and 

■ Distribution of achievement and opportunity that is not predicted by race, 
class, language or gender. 
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